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Summary  
This study is concerned with empowerment as described in critical theory. Empowerment means not 
only engaging students in the world around them, but also facilitating their development of the courage 
needed to change social order (McLaren, 1989). Critical theorists such as Freire (1970, 2009), McLaren 
(1989), Kincheloe (2008), and others have established the grounds for understanding the oppressive 
nature of schooling structures, while arguing for pedagogies of empowerment and liberation. As a social 
structure laden with tacit dimensions of power, schools may empower or oppress. To empower students 
and teachers, the curriculum must permit them with an intellectual space to explore alternate sources, 
diverse historical interpretations, and to produce their own knowledge, which may conflict with 
mainstream thought (Kincheloe, 2008).  

Gaining an understanding of these processes is important due to an increasing trend of unequal access 
to quality education that disproportionately affects minority students, including rising high school 
dropout rates (Barton, 2005). An in-depth, holistic understanding of service-learning as experienced by 
students at a low-income, non-dominant high school, which is presently lacking from the literature, will 
be a major contribution to the research. It is theorized that increased service-learning opportunities in 
low-performing, non-dominant high schools will improve retention (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Wulsin, 
2008; Simonet, 2008). Service-learning pedagogies, through the co-creation of new intellectual and 
social spaces, may counter the oppressive practices of silencing and exclusion, which is detailed by 
critical theorists. This study not only describes empowerment, but also shows the possibilities for 
engaging diverse learners whose life experiences and cultural forms of knowledge have not been 
legitimated by schooling. Furthermore, this study also aims to present the underrepresented voices of 
non-dominant youth. Their interpretations of service-learning will have implications for the continued 



refinement of service-learning and other empowerment pedagogies.  
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